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  Working towards  
equity honors  
diversity and creates 
space for inclusion in 
all library services.

Why center library services in equity? 
• Equity is foundational. Only on a bedrock of equity are library staff able to build  

and encourage strong and vibrant communities.

• Equity serves everyone. Libraries are one part of a greater community  
ecosystem which includes systemically marginalized youth, families,  
and adults.

• Equity requires sharing power. It’s crucial that individuals from systemically  
marginalized groups have opportunities to bring their unique lived experiences  
to the design and delivery of community-based services.

• Equity embraces shared humanity and basic rights. Social justice and liberation  
require equity-based solutions.

Library staff goals are clear:
• As public servants, staff must center community needs over the desires of  

libraries and staff.

• Staff must focus on solutions, not problems. See Subramaniam, et al. 

There are many aspects of summer library services that require attention to  
equity. Processes to re-think include: budgeting, program registration, performer 
and speaker hiring, programming activities, incentives, marketing and promotion, 
and collection development. When library staff apply a traditional cookie-cutter 
approach to summer services or when staff don’t operate with an equitable 
mindset, those who could benefit the most are often left-behind. Rigid registration 
and completion restrictions, for example, tend to limit participation. 

Working towards equity honors diversity and creates space for inclusion in all  
library services. 

https://yxlab.ischool.umd.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Field-Guide-2021-Final.pdf
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Session 3 
Connecting with 
Community Voices
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Introduction
Connecting with community voices requires active listening, 
ongoing relationship building, moving away from transactional 
partnerships towards relational partnerships, power sharing, 
and giving up control. When library staff authentically  
connect with community voices, community members from  
neighborhoods, groups, and organizations who do not take 
part in library summer services are a part of the design, 
implementation, and assessment of those services. It’s a 
process that takes patience and may require moving beyond 
obstacles such as time, resources, job descriptions, and so on. 

Without embedding community voices into equitable 
summer services design and implementation, true equity will 
never be achieved. 

SESSION 3
Connecting with Community Voices
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It’s All About Relationships 
Relationships are at the core of equity-based summer services. 
Building relationships that go beyond those traditionally forged 
(schools, parks and rec, etc.) take time as trust is foundational to 
truly engage in equity work. 

Library staff can start building these trusting relationships by:
• Talking to colleagues who are already connected to systematically 

marginalized communities and who are able to provide insights as well as act 
as brokers between the library and community members. Remember, you don’t 
have to be the one to build and maintain the relationship. Instead, you can focus 
on providing the support needed to build a trusting relationship.

• Moving away from a focus on what the library can do for systemically 
marginalized communities to a focus on learning about the communities 
themselves. What are their strengths? What do they like to do? What would they 
like to have available in the community? Library staff can take the answers to 
questions like these and think about how to foster strengths identified and build 
summer services that help to meet and overcome challenges. 

• Being genuinely interested in the people you are talking with. You can do 
this by asking about the person and not only focusing on the organization the 
person works for, the job the person does, and so on. Ask about the person’s 
weekend or recent vacation. Ask about what they most recently read or watched 
on TV. While these questions may sometimes seem uncomfortable, they are a 
way to get to know someone else. Remember that you should answer the same 
questions for yourself. Have a conversation, not just an interview.

• Recognizing that no two communities are the same and that a one-size fits all 
approach to equity-based summer services is not possible. Instead learn about 
each community and then design with community partners services that reflect 
what was identified.

• It’s likely that even if every community is different in some way, that all 
communities want to achieve similar goals. For example, it’s possible that every 
community you serve wants to make sure that youth are able to participate 
in engaging activities over the summer. Work towards the mutual goal for all 
communities in your area, however, target the services to the specific strengths 
and challenges of the communities served.

• Buy the coffee. When you meet with someone you want to show that you 
appreciate their time and interest. Appreciation can come from saying thank you 
and by buying a cup of coffee for the person (or people). If coffee isn’t available, 
think about other ways you can show your appreciation at the time of the meeting. 

As you get started 
thinking about building 
relationships in support 
of equity-based summer 
services, watch An 
Introvert’s Guide to 
Networking. 

While this video from TEDx 
Portland is for an audience 
of startup employees, the 
ideas presented relate 
directly to the relationship 
building you want to do 
in order to build equity-
based summer services. 
As you watch the video 
start to think about the 
dots you can collect and 
the connections you can 
make between dots.

https://youtu.be/Cj98mr_wUA0
https://youtu.be/Cj98mr_wUA0
https://youtu.be/Cj98mr_wUA0
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YOUR TURN: BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS BRAINSTORM

Use this sheet as a starting point. Fill in your library in the middle. In the spaces  
radiating outward, write in potential relationships and partnerships. Think big and 
small. There are no wrong answers. Everything and everyone is a possibility. All of  
the people and places you include on your sun map are strengths you can connect 
with to build equity-based summer services. 

ASSOCIATIONS/CLUBS INDIVIDUALS
 (entrepreneurs, volunteers, 

community organizers)

PHYSICAL SPACES
(parks, athletic fields,  

beaches, etc.)

LOCAL ECONOMY 
(businesses big and small, 

local and national)

STORIES
(What’s a story you or others 
tell about your community?)

INSTITUTIONS 
(hospitals, colleges) 

Adapted from the Urban Libraries Council. Engaged Library Report.

https://www.urbanlibraries.org/assets/Engaged_Library_Full_Report.pdf
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YOUR TURN: BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

Asset Mapping and Relationship Building 
Now that you’ve started identifying the strengths available in your community, you 
can bring that knowledge to building equity-based services. One way to do this 
is asset mapping. The idea of an asset map is to look at different aspects of your 
community to learn about and keep track of the people, places, organizations, and 
so on that you may connect with in order to better understand the strengths of 
those you serve. Asset maps may take different forms including Google maps or 
Excel spreadsheets. Get started with asset mapping and relationship building by 
following the steps below (remember you don’t need to do these steps on your 
own; join with a colleague or community members as you build your asset map and 
start your relationship building):

• Brainstorm a list of businesses, parks, hospitals, community organizations,  
people, etc. in the area that you would like to learn more about. Think big and 
not just who you already might have connections with. For example, think about  
barbershops and other small businesses, entrepreneurs and sole proprietors, 
hobbyists and advocates. Ask who is working with or might represent 
systemically marginalized youth and families. Who might you want to talk with 
in order  
to learn about strengths in the community. Be specific: instead of just writing 
hospitals, list the names of the hospitals, the names of the small businesses, 
the names of the entrepreneurs, and so on.

• Drive or walk around the area you would like to learn more about and look 
closely at who and what is represented there. What do you see in terms of 
businesses, organizations, schools, faith-based organizations, ethnic and 
cultural institutions, entrepreneurship, etc.?

• Place the different people, places, organizations, etc. that you uncover on 
a map. You can use Google maps or another mapping tool. Add notes to each 
item to highlight the reason you are adding it to the map and include everyone 
you know who has a relationship with those added to the map. The relationship 
could be between you and someone or another staff member or someone 
outside of the library. Take a look at the map you created. What does it tell you 
about what’s going on   
in your community for and with systemically marginalized youth, families, and 
adults? What would you like to learn more about? Who would you like to talk 
with? Make sure to ask questions of the data to help in your learning. 

• Make a plan for learning more about what you see on the map as assets.  
Use your map as a jumping off point for building equity-based summer 
services. 

See how these libraries 
did it.

Santa Barbara Asset Map 
using Excel

San Diego County Library 
Asset Map using Google 
Maps

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15so_bOwLuczM5iAPor_-dEsYdxr0oYGJ/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109980183653450055321&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15so_bOwLuczM5iAPor_-dEsYdxr0oYGJ/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109980183653450055321&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1r8-kRWQIySLhdyBWq_vW25_Lo7cUHcl8&ll=32.817874227103296%2C-116.8711825&z=12
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1r8-kRWQIySLhdyBWq_vW25_Lo7cUHcl8&ll=32.817874227103296%2C-116.8711825&z=12
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1r8-kRWQIySLhdyBWq_vW25_Lo7cUHcl8&ll=32.817874227103296%2C-116.8711825&z=12
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Taking the Next Step in Community Building
Once you’ve built your asset map, you should think about who to 
connect with in order to better understand and build relationships 
with those who have insight into the assets of systemically 
marginalized youth and families. 

Get started in deciding who to connect with by considering:
• Who do you already have a relationship with that can help you to connect to the 

community asset? What would you like to learn from the community asset about 
the community and about systemically marginalized youth, families, and adults?

• How can the connection help you to better understand the strengths and  
challenges of systemically marginalized youth, families, and adults?

• What understanding can you gain about the ways in which the summer services 
provided could better support equity and systemically marginalized youth, 
families, and community members?

Once you’ve thought about who would be good to start talking with, set up a time to 
connect with that person and have a conversation. Remember, these conversations 
are an opportunity to begin to build relationships which will help you to work 
together in support of equity-based summers. The conversations you have therefore 
should not focus on the library and what the community asset would like to see  
the library provide. Instead, the conversations should focus on the knowledge  
and background of the community asset/connector. Sample questions for these 
conversations follow on the next page. 
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SAMPLES: community focused and strength-based questions  
for conversations.

What’s a day in 
your life like – from 
a professional 
and/or community 
perspective?

What would you like 
others to know about the 
work you do and/or the 
community overall?

You interact with 
the community 
regularly. What are 
the problems you 
are hearing about at 
this very moment? 

What interventions do you 
think will help solve that 
problem?

Who is working with those 
in our community to solve 
these problems, and how?

What do you see as 
the benefits of living or 
working in our community?

What is your vision 
for our community?

How can we get to 
know more community 
connectors/assets like you 
that can share youth and 
family needs with me?

Who in the community is 
working with the youth 
population and what 
kinds of services are they 
providing?

How have you worked 
to help systemically 
marginalized youth and 
families in our community?

What’s your favorite 
thing about summer 
in our community?

What is your vision for 
systemically marginalized 
youth and families in our 
community?

What is a project 
you have had 
in mind for our 
community (or in 
your work) that 
you have not been 
able to get off the 
ground? What do 
you think it would 
take to get that 
project off the 
ground?

Add your own  
questions here.
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YOUR TURN: BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS –   REFLECTION 

Once you have had your conversation with the community connector/asset,  
reflect on what you learned about the community and consider how you might  
continue to build the relationship in support of equity-based summer services.

What surprised you about what you learned through your conversations?

What do you think you can focus on soon (or even right away) to integrate what you learned into summer 
services?  And, what more would you like to learn?

Who else would you like to talk with?

What’s the next step you would like to take to build equity-based summer relationships? 
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Getting Started in Equity Communications 
When just getting started in equity work, conversations about 
equity can be frightening and challenging. That’s why it’s useful to 
start having those conversations with people you trust already and 
have a relationship with, and then as your confidence builds expand 
your conversation radius to include those outside your colleague 
cohort and talk with administrators, community members, and so 
on. As you think about gaining practice in these conversations, 
remember the what, how, and why of these engagements:

The What 
Seek to bring 
understanding that moves 
to action

Ask us to hold many  
perspectives and ways  
of being, doing, and  
engaging

Pave the way toward 
more just, transformed, 
liberated systems and 
programs

Center justness and  
support the work of  
moving us toward  
healing, transformation, 
and liberation

When coupled with  
actions, ask us to hold 
‘and’

When coupled with  
actions, ask us to look at 
self, community, systems,  
policies, procedures

The Why 
To encourage services 
that authentically reflect 
community needs and 
wants

To interrupt systems of  
oppression by learning,  
connecting, and affirming

To promote healing

To move closer to  
justness, transformation,  
and liberation

The How
With intention and  
authentic desire to learn, 
grow, (re)imagine

With compassion, grace, 
wonder, curiosity

With as many folks  
as possible

As best as possible, with 
shared understanding of 
language

With appreciation

Holding and using  
reflection as a tool

With awareness of our  
own biases and when  
they often arise. 

With awareness of our 
connection to and with 
systems of oppression 
and the ways this can  
impact how we show up 
and engage.

Remember that equity-
based communications:
Are not rushed—they are 
a process and sometimes 
need scaffolding

Are not one and done

Ask us to hold many  
perspectives

Ask us to continue to hold 
our “why”

Ask us to be comfortable 
with discomfort

Are necessary at every 
level of thinking and  
engaging: program  
structure, budget, etc.

SESSION 3  /  CONNECTING WITH COMMUNITY VOICES
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Co-Designing with Community 
The co-design process gives you an opportunity to learn with 
and from others to build equitable summer services that are 
community-based. As described in Library Staff as Public Servants, 
“Using co-design techniques democratizes the design of services 
by equalizing the power dynamics between multiple community 
assets, making everyone involved equal partners in the design of 
programs and services (Druin, 2002; Harrington et al, 2019). Co-
design emphasizes designing with community members and not 
designing for them.”

Using co-design 
techniques  
democratizes the 
design of services 
by equalizing the 
power dynamics 
between multiple 
community assets, 
making everyone 
involved equal 
partners in the 
design of programs 
and services...”

The co-design process includes:
• Coming up with a design goal. What do the co-designers want to achieve based 

on mutual building equity-based summer services goals. For example, a goal 
might be, “To design and implement, with a group of community members, 
stakeholders, and organizations, summer services that are equity-based.”

• Decide the activities the group will work on in order to reach the goal. There 
are a variety of techniques and activities that might be used. What is selected 
should be determined by the experience of the co-designers and the goal.  
Learn more about co-design techniques.

• Facilitation of co-design sessions so that each session builds on what was 
learned during the previous sessions. Each session will lead to themes and ideas 
that should be considered for follow-up sessions.

The number of co-design sessions held is determined by the goal the group is 
working towards. Following each session the co-facilitators of the sessions must 
reflect on what was learned and use that information in designing the next session. 

https://yxlab.ischool.umd.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Field-Guide-2021-Final.pdf
https://www.scinapse.io/papers/5048401
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3359318
https://www.yalsa.ala.org/jrlya/2016/06/designing-the-library-of-the-future-for-and-with-teens-librarians-as-the-connector-in-connected-learning/
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A recent BEBS co-design session asked co-designers to reflect on what is moving 
equity-based summer services work forward and what is holding the work back. 
(See image below.) This activity gave everyone the chance to articulate their ideas 
and begin to reflect on how to might leverage what’s moving the work forward in 
order to overcome barriers. 
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Connecting with Community to Share Power
Building equity-based summer services requires that library staff 
give up control and share power with others in the community.  
Releasing control empowers those that are a part of different 
groups to design summer services that leverage known assets and 
that  help to overcome real challenges faced by youth, families, 
and adults. 

With your asset map in hand, you are able to begin to recognize the skills and 
knowledge of others in the community and use that recognition as an opportunity to 
bring those assets into equitable summer service planning and design. 

Remember that perceptions of power come in a variety of form s. Library staff may 
be seen to have power because they work in an educational institution or have a 
certain level of education. When bringing in community voices you want to focus on 
being equal partners in the work of building equitable summer services and breaking 
down perceived (or real) power sharing barriers. 

This means that library staff:
• Must give up control of decision-making related to what summer services must 

include and allow community members who have knowledge and skills outside 
of the library to engage in that decision-making and service implementation. 

• Must bring people together to co-design what summer services will look like. 
Learn more about co-design.

• Are transparent about challenges they may face in building equitable  
summer services.

https://www.beyondstickynotes.com/what-is-codesign
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YOUR TURN: POWER SHARING – REFLECTION 

As you begin to think about how you can share power with community members and  
stakeholders for the building of equitable summer services, reflect on the following:

How does the perception of my or the library’s power have an impact on  
those I might work with?

What do I need to do to bring community voices into equitable summer  
services decision-making? 

What questions do I need to have answered before I can move forward with power  
sharing in support of equity-based summer services?

Additional thoughts and notes.
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